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Initial Response to COVID-19:
How did Eastern Europe get it Right?

"There are many things
which can not be imagined
but there is nothing
which may not happen”
Chinese proverb

29-31 JAN 2020
Started popular science series ”The
Quarantine of Wuhan” for about 30,000
followers

1-12 FEB 2020
Provided
explanations
related to the
four most
prevalent
conspiracy
theories

Professor Andrija Stampar (1888–1958)
A distinguished scholar in the field of social
medicine from Croatia.
President of the 1st World Health Assembly,
at which WHO was founded
”PRINCIPLES OF FIGHTING EPIDEMICS”
1. It is more important to inform the people
appropriately than to pass any law.
2. The most important thing is to prepare the
ground and the right understanding about
health issues in any given environment.
3. The issue of public health and the work to
improve it should be addressed without
distinction.
4. Social therapy is more important than
individual therapy.
5. The doctor must not be economically
dependent on the patient.
6. No distinction should be made between
economically strong and weak
(egalitarianism).

7. In a healthcare organization, a doctor should
look for a patient, not the other way around,
covering all those who need protection.
8. The issue of public health is of greater
economic than humanitarian importance.
9. The main place of medical activity is
where people live, not the practice.
10. The doctor should be a teacher of the
nation.

The first quarantine was
introduced in Croatian
city of Dubrovnik in 1377
and it lasted for 40 days

Croatia’s pharmaceutical
company ”Pliva”
developed
Azythromycin, one of the
world’s best-selling
antibiotics

25 FEB 2020
Returned to
Zagreb, Croatia,
for (what was
supposed to be)
a 10-day break
and birthday
celebration with
family and
friends

This was the
exact day when
the first case of
COVID-19 was
confirmed in
Croatia – a mass
panic began,
with people
stockpiling food

26 FEB 2020
• I had a pre-scheduled public lecture at Edward Bernays University College for
Communications on the ”Value of Information in the 21st century”
• Literally all of the Croatian TV stations and journalists arrived and I had to give three
consecutive press-conferences – an unprecedented media interest in Croatia

26 FEB 2020

After those 3 press
conferences and a lecture - I
also filmed a 15 minute
video interview for the most
important national
newspaper & online TV ”Vecernji list” (“Evening
Herald”)
Following my brief
statements on TV News in
the evening, this video
reached more than one
million views through social
networks by midnight

27 FEB 2020
In the morning I was bombarded
with dozens of requests for
interviews from many Croatia’s
newspapers, TVs and radio
stations

I realized that I cannot possibly
respond to all those requests
I wrote a press release on
Facebook which detailed the
knowledge of the dangers from
the novel coronavirus and
explained that we need to be
careful and vigilant, but no-one
should panic because of the
virus
I apologized for not being able to
respond to media interest and
publicly agreed to only one TV
interview and only 1 “long read”

1 MAR 2020
In the TV show, ”Sunday at 2.00 pm”, watched by 30% of population, I predicted that:
- IFR/CFR for the novel coronavirus should be around 0.5-1.0%
- It could potentially kill up to 15,000 people in Croatia if we let is spread freely
- We will be able to control it through testing, tracing, isolating and quarantine if needed
- I predicted that there should not be more than 100-500 dead after the 1st wave
- All of those predictions still seem to be accurate

2-8 MAR 2020
-

Made a prediction that the West may not respond as well as China and the East did
They do not really have much experience with such epidemics in living memory
China and the East may emerge as better organized in post-COVID-19 world
Agreed with Editors of ”Vecernji list” to start writing regular columns for them

9 MAR 2020
- Published a long-read ”Answering 20 confusing questions on the novel coronavirus”
- I chose ”Index.hr” online news portal as it reaches all 6 countries of former Yugoslavia
- With >10,700 shares – my future columns in ”Vecernji list” would be read very widely

10 MAR 2020
-

Returned to Edinburgh, choosing to live pretty much like an astronaut
Stockpiled food on a weekly basis and checking ”expiry dates” before eating
Diet consisting mainly of Coke and chocolate, no exercise - I can join any ”control group”
Started thinking forward and following the literature on COVID-19 to write columns

- My columns were
long reads that had
a detailed set of
suggestions to the
general public
about what to
expect in the
coming days and
what would be
logical behaviors
- Also, there were
suggestions to
professionals
working in the
health system and
the government

Typical appearance of the front page
and my columns in printed versions of
the ”Vecernji list” newspaper

In my columns, I stated that the assessment of each country's performance in dealing
with the coronavirus crisis will be based on the following five questions:
1. How effectively did the "first line of defense" manage to prevent the free spread of
coronavirus among the population, and for how long?
2. Once the "first line of defense" was broken and an exponential spread of the virus
began, how quickly and decisively was a strict quarantine measure activated?
3. How closely did the population adhere to quarantine?
4. How fast and active was the state to mobilise its capacities and human resources,
as well as creative and innovative solutions, to develop a concrete plan for
quarantining and coexistence with coronavirus as quickly as possible?
(This needs to include the empowerment of technological capabilities and human
resources for virus testing, innovative ideas on social removal measures, effective virus
control measures, the use of technologies to understand human contacts and the
spread of viruses, etc.)
5. How effectively, after quarantine, has the state allowed its inhabitants to move
into a relatively normal life and preserve their economy from collapse, with
permanent control over the spread of the virus?

11 MAR 2020
• Formally appointed a key adviser to the Government of Croatia for COVID-19 response
• We started having regular video conferences to share information and thoughts
• I suggested that the ”Scientific Council” also involves Josip Car (Singapore), Petra Klepac
(LSHTM), Nenad Ban (Zurich), Ozren Polasek (Split) and Branko Kolaric (Zagreb)

12 MAR 2020
• This was one of my key texts, entitled
“Contrast is the Mother of Clarity”
• It was first published on Facebook (with
3,800 reactions and 1,900 shares), then
as a column;

• I proposed that nearly all EU & US
governments have about 24-48 hours
left to make a decision between a
quarantine and ”saving the economy”
approach, i.e., two bad choices;
• It explained that some USA and EU
countries wondered if they could gain a
major advantage over China if they let
the virus spread, while people would get
immunity; not sure what is worse;
• The problem with the decision is major
insecurity in IFR/CFR and R0; a ”movielike script” with the time running out

13-18 MAR 2020
•
•
•
•
•

Croatian Government was in a difficult situation over introducing lockdown measures
Croatia was presiding EU; many EU countries had hundreds new cases, Italy 1000’s
Nevertheless, on March 13th – schools closed; March 17th - all meeting points, shops;
March 22nd - restriction to movement between counties
Violet lines - those 4 events; orange bars – new cases; red dots – deaths; green – well;

19 MAR 2020
Teamed up with the famous Croatian ”online mathematics teacher” Toni Milun to
explain the exponential growth of new cases and inserted this in my columns:

19 MAR 2020
Developed a simple way to explain
the need for a quarantine:

”EVERYONE PLEASE STAY HOME!”
Croatia is already beyond DAY 21.
EU countries are beyond DAY 35.
Italy is very close to DAY 42.

20-22 MAR 2020

• Earthquake hits Zagreb during quarantine!
• People no longer allowed indoors or outdoors
• Many lives saved thanks to COVID-19

Paul Bradbury

Lauren Simmonds

Jurgen Klopp

23-27 MAR 2020
• Identified strategy ”the Hammer and the Dance” as optimal for Croatia
• Through my Facebook followers, arranged Croatian translation and re-publication
• Mr Nenad Bach announced that WORLD PEACE has been achieved!

28 MAR 2020
• Scientific Council of the Government of Croatia – now moved into a new and
modern building (the old premises badly damaged in the earthquake)
• We discussed how best to implement ”the Hammer and the Dance” in Croatia
• Making plans for greater testing capacity and whether we can save tourist season
• We could be a rare safe country in the Mediterranean

29 MAR 2020

31 MAR 2020
• JoGH has been receiving many
submissions on COVID-19
• We are getting particularly popular
for national reports on COVID-19

• We are presently developing
guidelines for preparing nationallevel reports on COVID-19 for the
authors

1-8 APR 2020
Week 3 of the lockdown:
This was the peak of successful
management of the crisis in Croatia
Croatia had 1,011 confirmed cases
and recorded 7 fatalities
It was entirely comparable with
Singapore, UAE, Qatar, New Zealand
and Hong Kong - i.e., the most
successful nations
The key to our success to this point:
(i) First line of defense (test-traceisolate) held really well; average
daily increase in the number of
cases was 12% between March
3rd-19th (best result in the EU)
(ii) Timely lockdown
(iii) Not a single incident in
retirement homes
(iv) Hospital infections well handled

9-16 APR 2020
• A team of epidemiologists and
IT developers, supported by the
Croatian Government, managed
to develop a digital assistant
• Application for mobile phone
called ”Andrija”
•

It assesses personal risk of
being infected with COVID-19
based on symptoms

• It provides advice how to
respond to any indication of
COVID-19 infection
• We set up ”drive-through”
testing facilities in all big towns
• We conducted 41,053 tests
(10,000 per million) to date

17-26 APR 2020
During weeks 4 and 5 of lockdown – virus broke into up to 25% of all retirement
homes and physiotherapy rehabilitation centres
Usually this happened through ambulance interventions and short-term hospital
care for the persons in the retirement homes
The number of casualties increased to 78 by 8th of May as a consequence

27-30 APR 2020
Fighting ”Infodemia” on social networks:
Epidemiologists started analyzing oil prices
graph to demonstrate how silly it is for others
to comment on epidemiology

I also organized a group of former students
(epidemiologists and researchers) to provide
”open course” on Facebook on how to spot
fraudulent information and fake news

1 MAY 2020
Several exit strategies considered:
(i) "complete virus suppression”: a desirable solution if it is realistic. Requires early
quarantine, a prolonged high level of discipline of the population, a strong economy
that can withstand the quarantine and a geographical location that facilitates the
future surveillance on virus entry. Could lead to ”corona-free zones”.
(ii) “strong first line of defense”: a series of measures that would lead to coexistence
with the virus, but prevent its explosive spread to avoid quarantine; extremely
effective in Taiwan and South Korea. In Croatia, this could only work if the period for
this was known ahead, measures were temporary, personal information was fully
protected and there was a high degree of public support. None of this is met yet.
(iii) "loosening and tightening”: a realistic scenario, but leaves us in a subordinate
position to the virus and its spread would continue to dictate our lives. We had to
resort to this in the absence of better strategies.
(iv) "liberalisation of personal risk management”: thinking about granting the right to
all people to become infected with coronavirus if they so wish. It would mean
letting the adult citizens of Croatia personally assess the acceptable risk for
themselves, as well as for all the people they care for, and then adjust their
behaviour accordingly to that accepted risk.

2 MAY 2020
COUNTRIES OF FORMER YUGOSLAVIA IN NUMBERS:
CROATIA:
2119 cases, 85 dead, 14 critical;
SLOVENIA:
1448 cases, 99 dead, 14 critical;
BOSNIA AND HERZEGOVINA:
1987 cases, 86 dead, 4 critical;
MONTENEGRO:
324 cases, 8 dead, 2 critical;
SERBIA:
9791 cases, 203 dead, 48 critical;
NORTH MACEDONIA:
1539 cases, 88 dead, 21 critical;

My columns translated and broadcasted by the media in several neighbouring
countries: 24ur, Naš dom, Oslobođenje, Dnevni Avaz, Klix.ba, Kamenjar, Buka, Kurir,
Nedeljnik, Vecernje Novosti, Blic, Danas, Vijesti, Balkan Insight, Magazin.mk and others.

4-5 MAY 2020
How did the rest of
Eastern Europe
respond to COVID-19?

6-7 MAY 2020
• Interest in 6 countries in a series of
books based on my columns

• ”The Quarantine of Wuhan” to cover
January to mid-March (until the lockdown)
• “Quarantine Croatia” to cover mid-March
to mid-May (until the exit completed)

